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"That's Why Those Pictures
Are in My Head!"
Comprehension Strategy Instruction
in a Third-Grade Reading Workshop
BY BARBARA COMBS

&

KRISTEN GERVING

n the early afternoon of a deeply cold January day, Barbara stood in the doorway of Kristin's third-grade
classroom. Children moved about in a flurry, transitioning from outdoor recess to afternoon activities.
They talked, laughed, hung up coats, sharpened pencils, checked mailboxes, and took turns at a bathroom
break. "Hello," Kristin said, "I told them you would be coming today." As the children took their seats to
listen to the daily read-aloud, Barbara settled into the corner of the room, which would be her home for the
next 4 months.

I

She had approached Kristin in December and asked whether they might work together. Barbara knew from previous conversations that Kristin felt dissatisfied with her reading instruction, and Barbara wanted to explore a
research question of her own. Together they decided to implement comprehension strategy instruction within a
reading workshop framework. It seemed a winning combination, and improving students' understanding of text
became the goal of their collaboration.

Research Framework
We adopted the procedures of action research to
guide our study. Action research, also known as
teacher research, involves systematic inquiry that
seeks to address questions and issues in day-to-day
classroom life (Ismat, 1995). According to Baskerville
(1999), the four characteristics of action research
approaches are "an action and change orientation;
a problem focus; a cyclical, iterative process; and
collaboration among participants" (p. 6). Where the
change is successful, new understandings can be
immediately applied. Where the change is unsuccessful, a new cycle of research is launched.
During our inquiry, we collected assessment data
from each student in the form of running records,
retellings, and responses to questions. We also
kept planning logs and field notes and gathered
teacher-made materials and lesson plans, student
work samples, and audio and videotapes of students'
responses. In keeping with the cyclical nature of

action research, we met weekly to review our data in
light of students' progress and responses and revised
our instruction to address their needs.

Instructional Framework
The Readers, Workshop
There were 17 students in Kristin's classroom, 11
girls and 7 boys. Three were Hispanic, two Native
American, one African American, and the remaining
12 were White of European descent. The students
were very social and enjoyed opportunities to work
with each other and share ideas. Their reading abilities ranged from 2 or more years below grade level
expectation to 2 or more above as determine by the
Rigby (Wright Group, 1996) assessment tool administered to all students at the beginning and end of each
year. These broad differences drove Kristin's desire
to establish a workshop setting where she hoped she
could provide more differentiated instruction.

Barbara Combs is the associate dean for
teacher education in the College of Education and Human Service at the University
of North Dakota, Grand Forks.
Kristen Gerving teaches third grade in
Bismark, ND.
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We adopted and employed the readers'
Figure 1. Reading Workshop Timeframe
workshop from models described by Hagerty
(1999) and Hindley (1996). We used minilessons, short focused lessons that present
one idea, strategy, or procedure (Hagerty,
Mini-lesson
1999) to introduce and demonstrate specific
5-10 min
comprehension strategies. Activity time
followed and we supported children's learning through small group guided reading
instruction, individual literacy activities,
and individual conferences. We ended each
Share Time
workshop with a brief share time and asked
children to link their reading to the day's
15-20 min.
mini-lesson. The readers' workshop allowed
Activity Time
ample opportunity for explicit instruction
and scaffolded support (Pardo, 2004) needed
30-40 min.
to ensure students' ownership of the comREAD
prehension strategies we taught. Figure 1
demonstrates how we divided the hour-long
RESPOND
session.

CONFER

Comprehension Strategy
Instruction
We were keenly aware that children who
struggle with comprehension fall farther
and farther behind (Allington, 2000; Keene & Zimmermann, 1997; Lubliner, 2004). We also understood
that comprehension strategy instruction held the
potential to help all readers, including those who
struggle (Block, 2003; Block, Gambrell & Pressley,
2002; Pearson, Goudvis & Harvey, 2005; NICHD,
2000). Proficient readers actively utilize a repertoire
of comprehension strategies in order to deepen
their understandings of text (Keene & Zimmerman,
1997; Pressley, 1998; Pressley, 2001; Zimmerman &
Hutchins, 2003). Those strategies include activating prior knowledge, determining important ideas,
creating visual and sensory images, drawing inferences, summarizing, questioning, and monitoring,
using fix-up strategies (Keene & Zimmerman, 1997;
Owocki, 2003; Zimmerman & Hutchins, 2003; Pressley, 2001).
Comprehension Strategy Instruction (CSI), also
known as transactional strategy instruction, is an
approach where a few powerful strategies are taught
through direct instruction, modeling, and scaffolding
until the students are able to use each independently
(Brown, El Dinary, Pressley, & Coy-Ogan, 1995;
Casteel, Isom, & Jordan, 2000). We employed the
Gradual Release of Responsibility Model developed
by Pearson and Gallagher (1983) to move students to
independence (Figure 2 on page 9).

8

This model provides explicit instruction through
teacher modeling, followed by guided practice and
independent practice. Students practice the strategies across a variety of texts, enabling personal
ownership of the strategy.

Implementation Process
In initial discussions, we selected three strategies
to present to the children: visualizing, connecting,
and predicting/inferring. Another graduate student
of Barbara's had recently implemented Comprehension Strategy Instruction (CSI) in her classroom
using these strategies (Bry & Combs, 2005). Barbara
wanted to build upon her work as well as the
research related to CSL Kristin felt comfortable
using the three strategies as our starting point,
knowing that we could include other strategies as
time permitted.
In December, we gathered baseline information
about the children's instructional and independent
reading levels. We used the Rigby Sunshine Assessment Kit (Wright Group, 1996), the school's required
assessment tool, and conducted running records and
retellings in benchmarked texts. We converted each
reader's score to Fountas and Pinnell (1999) reading levels. By the end of grade 3, all students were
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Table 1
Baseline Assessment Results from
Sunshine assessment Guide (1996)

expected to be reading at guided reading level 0.
As noted in Table 1, students' instructional reading
levels ranged from K through U. Six scored at or
below the grade 3 benchmark and the remaining 11
scored above it.

Rigby Level

Student

We hoped that, as students became more adept
with comprehension strategies, their retelling
abilities and responses to comprehension questions
would improve, resulting in an overall increase in
instructional levels. The literature in the area of
CSI (Comprehension Strategy Instruction) had lead
us to believe that the intervention might make a
difference for those who were not yet at the Level 0
benchmark as well as continued gains for those who
were already there and beyond. We also hoped that
students would begin to "own" the strategies-that
they would incorporate the language of strategy use
in written and oral responses without our prompting.

Creating the Instructional
Climate

Carl

L

John

T

Sheila

T

Kenneth
Donna

u
u

Tomas

K

Allen

T

Carrie

T

Teresa

0

Rita

M

Anna

N

Janet

Q

Bonnie

u
u
u
u

Donald
Karen

In early January we conducted a number of activities
designed to ensure the successful implementation
of our action plan. Kristin began to use daily readalouds to model the particular comprehension strate-

Dora

gies we would be teaching to the children. We reformatted the readers' notebooks design and employed a

Figure 2. Detailed Implementation of Pearson and Gallagher's Gradual Release of Responsibility
Model (1983)
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letter format. The children had been keeping reading
journals, and Kristin was disappointed with their
limited responses. We believed that, because these
children enjoyed social interaction, writing letters
to us might increase the amount and quality of their
responses. We conducted a mini-lesson in which we
engaged children in creating a list of things they
might write about in their notebook entries. We then
required the children to write to us every other day.
Because readers' workshop requires that children
have many books that they want to read and can
read, we created browsing baskets for our readers.
To enhance Kristin's small classroom library, we
arranged with the librarian to have children select
3-7 books per visit. We scheduled library trips
regularly during workshop time when children were
ready to switch their books. By mid-January, the
classroom routines and expectations for reading
workshop were set.

Comprehension Strategy
Instruction in Readers'
Workshop
This next section provides details related to minilessons, follow-up literacy activities, and use of the
readers' notebooks. While we used guided reading
and share time to further support students' learning
needs we do not describe the details of these events in
this ~tide. We developed and presented six mini-lessons for each of the three strategies (visualizing, connecting, and predicting/inferring), using both fiction
and non-fiction texts in think-aloud demonstrations.

Strategy 1: Visualizing
Mini-lessons. For each mini-lesson, we demonstrated the visualizing strategy with a different
text. Table 2 provides a list of mini-lesson titles,
literature selections used, and, where applicable,
the sources of our ideas for the lesson. For the
majority of mini-lessons, we demonstrated the
target strategy through think-alouds. Students
then tried out the strategy and shared what they
had learned quickly with each other or the teacher
before moving into activity time.
Literacy activities. We added literacy activities to
the readers' workshop, so students could practice the
strategies within a framework that provided more
structure than freely responding in readers' notebooks. During the literacy activity, an instructional
paraprofessional observed and offered assistance,
freeing us to meet with guided reading groups. The
children completed two visualizing activities. For
the first activity, they chose from 11 poems that
varied in length and difficulty and offered little or no
picture support. Working independently, students
read two poems, sketched a response, and added an
explanatory sentence.
The children's sentences indicated that, even though
the target strategy was visualizing, they also utilized
other strategies. One student made a text-to-self
connection (Harvey & Goudvis, 2000) comparing the
event in the poem to her classmate's activity:

This is a picter of Sandy (another student
in the class) and she is skating by herself

Table 2
Visualizing Mini-Lessons
Descriptive title

Literature used

Visualizing as the creating of
a snapshot

Owl Moon (Yolen, 1987)

McLaughlin & Allen (2002)

Visualizing in fiction chapter
books

Charlotte's Web (White, 1974)

Harvey & Goudvis (2000)

Visualizing & adding other
senses using non-fiction
books

Children of the Dustbowl
(Stanley, 1992)

Harvey & Goudvis (2000)

Visualizing using poetry

Poem ( Williams, 1966)

Miller (2002)

Visualizing through a storymaking a movie in your mind

Smoky Night (Bunting, 1994)

Harvey & Goudvis (2000)

Assessing children's
understanding by making
a list of what we've learned
about visualizing

10
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A second summarized the action:

The dog is eating soup because somebody
forgot to put the cap on.
A third offered an evaluation of the action in the
poem:
The cat is crazy.
For the second visualizing activity, we asked students to select from a variety of picture books and
sketch as they were reading. Students' responses to
the stories varied. Some of their sketches seemed
like random drawings. Others followed the story
sequence, something that we had expected of the
third graders. Three students drew characters rather
than actions, and one drew and labeled sketches of
her similar experiences, thus making real-life connections to the story.
Revisiting the readers' notebooks. We quickly became
concerned with the superficial responses that many
students were writing, even with our reminders during
mini-lessons and in our own responses to their entries.
Two students wrote in their readers' notebooks:
I love to read!! The books are so so cool.
this book Martin Luther King Jr. day. His
is cool and the pickers are cool too! My athe
[other] book is so so so cool to I Love to
read it is fun! (Anna)
I have finest [finished} one of my favorite
books and it is called the worlds gratest

& GERVING

valintine it is a valintine story and it is
also a spounge BoB square pants book I
LOVE spounge BoB did you know that?
(Janet)
We concluded that asking these third graders to
write about books every other day did not allow them
time to read enough text to have much to relate
to us. In addition, the chart we posted earlier that
listed possible things to write about, did not seem
to provide enough direction. To offer more guidance,
we prepared and introduced a handout with directions and three prompts from which each child could
choose:
If you made a text-to-self connection, tell me
what your connection is;
2. If you visualized, draw a sketch; or
3. Tell me what is interesting or special about
the book or the part you are reading now.
1.

We also decided to stagger their response schedule
so that all students would write a minimum of one
entry per week.

Strategy 2: Connecting
Mini-lessons. In mid-February, we began a series
of mini-lessons related to the connecting strategy,
while children continued to practice the visualizing
strategy during interactive read-alouds and literacy
center activities. We modeled three types of connections for students during mini-lessons (Table 3).

Table 3
Connecting Mini-lessons
Descriptive Title

Literature Used

Idea Source

Connecting Text-To-Self
using fiction

Thundercake (Polacco, 1997)

Harvey & Goudvis (2000)

Connecting Text-to-Self
using non-fiction

Sharks (Simon, 1996)

Harvey & Goudvis (2000)

Connecting Text-to-Text
using a book previously read
& new text

Martin's Big Words (Rappaport,
2001) and Freedom Summer
(Wiles, 2001)

Harvey & Goudvis (2000)

Connecting Text-to-Text
using a trade book &
classroom basal

If Your Name Was Changed at
Ellis Island (Levine, 1994) and
social studies basal

Harvey & Goudvis (2000)

Connecting Text-to-Text
using a narrative text &
poem

Owl Moon (Yolen, 1987) a poem
selected from Georgia Heard's
book: Creatures of Earth, Sea,
and Sky (1997)

Zimmerman & Hutchins
(2003)

Connecting Text-to-World
using a narrative text

Fireboat (Kalman, 2005) Relates
a story connected to the 9/11
Twin Towers disaster

Zimmerman & Hutchins
(2003)
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Literacy activities. We stored about 30 books for students in a large basket. In the first activity, children
completed a double entry journal (McLaughlin &
Allen, 2002). In the first column, we asked students to
write an idea or quote from the story and, in the second, to write their connection. To provide scaffolding
before independent practice, we asked the children to
complete the double entry journal in response to the
day's read aloud, Because of Winn Dixie (DeCamillo,
2000). Although the written length of the connections
differed, the children made strong links to the chapter
relating the death of a young girl's brother:
I made a text to self. My friend Kaytline-her
cat dead because of lack of liver. She had
to be put to sleep. She's not like Scoup and
when you pick her up, she dosn'en scrach
like Scoup. Spiner did not eat. She might
have been able to live if she at but she just
drank water. (Carrie)
When I was about 1 year old I had a fuzzy
dog. Her name was Bow. One day she died
and I mess my dog. Just like Amanda missie her brother. My mom's bother was only
35 years old and he had cancer. And won
day when we were at home somebody called
us. It was the docter. They said that Robie
had died. I was so sad that I did not even
want to go and see him for my last time we
were so sad. (Sheila)
Even after this group practice session, however, the
children had difficulty completing the same activity
independently. We decided that a large number of
the picture books used sophisticated language and
ideas and would be better used as read-alouds. Also,
we felt that 30 books might have been too many
for the children. After reducing the total number
of books, omitting those that were more complex,
and leaving those that seemed to connect with the
children's interests, children settled into the activity better. The depth of their connections varied as
noted in their written responses:
David keeps looking out the window. My
brother keeped on looking out the window.
(Rita)
Stellaluna lost her mother by and owl and
she is lost. Once Ivy and I found a bunny
in Ivy's norbors [neighbor's] yard with no
mother. The babie's mother died. (Jon)
A little girl lived on a farm and she
thought there was something in her attic.
There really was but her parents didn't

12

believe her. One night I was watching a
movie called monsters i.n.c. a little girl
thought a monster was in her closet but
ther really wasn't. I made a text-to-self
connection. (Dora)
The children's responses differed in the amount of
information as well as the degree of sophistication.
Rita made a simple direct connection while Jon
summarized an important part in the story and then
provided good details to make an emotional text-toself connection. Dora not only made a more complex
text-to-text connection (with the movie acting as
text), but also attempted to name the specific connection strategy she used.
We noticed that some children incorporated the
sketching they had done during visualizing as a tool
for communicating their connections. For the second
literacy activity, we used an activity sheet from
McLaughlin and Allen (2002) that invited them to
continue to do this. Children were asked to draw a
connection in the top half of the sheet and explain
it in the bottom half. Working in small groups of
5-6, the children selected from a variety of poems,
read each twice, and then completed the activities.
Some students drew images. Janet, who read What
I Found in My Desk by Bruce Lansky (1997), drew a
sketch of a child sitting at a desk with many small
scribbled squares on top and explained:

My desk had a lot of letters and pickers
and all kinds of redicelos things and my
teacher wanted me to take it all out so I
did. In the story her teacher wanted to take
out all the letters that she had in her desk
and she did.
Other students had more difficulty. For example,
in response to the poem When I Grow Up by Jack
Prelutsky (1994), Donna gave a visual and written
summary of the poem's two stanzas rather than a
connection. The students had made the same sort
of error early on, while practicing the visualization
strategy. They seemed to rely on text summary alone
without actually practicing the strategy. With careful
tracking of students' written and oral responses, we
had opportunities to clarify and correct misconceptions during mini-lessons, follow-up activities, and
guided reading.
Revisiting the readers' notebooks again. During one
of our regular planning times, we looked once more
at the readers' notebooks. Students were relating
their connections and including some sketches or
written descriptions of what they were visualizing.
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The prompts seemed to help them move beyond
retellings, but many still wrote one-sentence
responses. Because we did not want to abandon the
notebooks altogether, we decided to provide even
more support. We offered a menu of choices rather
than the more open-ended list. As we added inferring to their repertoire of developing strategies, we
revised the menu to include this choice (see appendix
on page 17).

Strategy 3: Predicting/Inferring
Mini-lessons. We drew our understandings of this
strategy from Harvey and Goudvis (2000) and
Owocki (2003). They note that predicting is related
to inferring, but a prediction is a guess about what
might happen or what the reader might learn, while
an inference is a more general assumption about
facts, events, or characters that may or may not be
revealed by the author. Table 4 provides mini-lesson
titles, literature selections, and where appropriate,
the sources of our ideas.

&
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Children were allowed to select one from among
10 nonfiction big books with topics varying from
penguins to dragonflies to dinosaurs. As with other
activities, we provided a handout to accompany the
activity. Before reading, we asked children to look at
the title, cover, table of contents, bold print, illustrations, and captions and to write four predictions
about the information they might find in the text.
They then read the book together and indicated with
a check mark whether or not their predictions were
confirmed. Overall, they enjoyed this activity and did
well with it.

Revisiting readers' notebooks one last time. Our
decision to provide children with a menu of prompts
for the readers' notebooks led to more children
writing regularly. While entries still remained short,
children could clearly demonstrate the use of the
connecting and visualizing strategies and one or two
of the stronger readers responded to the predicting/
inferring prompt:

Literacy activity. As we looked for activities related
to predicting/inferring, we wanted to find something
that would engage students. Because the study and
the school year were fast coming to a close, however,
we knew that we could not give them the same
amount of independent practice time as we had
with the other strategies. Instead of two separate
activities, we decided to repeat the same one, using
nonfiction big books, and we focused on predicting.
Kristin selected student pairs. After a demonstration
lesson, the entire 30 minutes were given to exploring
and responding to the texts.

When I was reading Arthur goes to camp I
made a text to text connection. When I was
reading it, it was talking about the great
outdoors. I do not remember what the other
book was call. But it was talking about the
great outdoors. I like Authur goes to camp.
(Sheila)
Well ... they still did not find the dog yet,
but I am sure they will find him. But I
visualized that when Thomes warred abot
McGrowl when he was lost but I am relly,
relly sure they will find him. [A picture

Table 4
Predicting I Inferring Mini-lessons
Descriptive Title

Literature Used

Idea Source

Inferring From the Cover
and Illustrations of a Text

Mr. Lincoln's Way (Polacco,
2001)

Zimmermann, S. & Hutchins,
C. (2003)

Inferring Through Riddle
Solving

Creatures of the Earth, Sea
and Sky (Heard, 1997)

Miller, D. (2002)

Inferring and Questioning to
Build Understanding About
Character

General Butterfingers
(Gardiner, 1993)

Hoyt, L. (2005)

Inferring to Build
Understanding About Events

Suddenly (McNaughton,
1994)

Hoyt, L. (2005)

Using Background
Knowledge to Make
Inferences About Events

Petite Rouge: A Cajun Red
Riding Hood (Artell, 2001)

Hoyt, L. (2005)

Inferring to Build
Understanding About Poetry

Murder in Fourth Grade
(Dakos, 1996)

Hoyt, L. (2205)
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of a boy, bat, ball and an empty dog dish
followed this entry.] (Karen)
I made an inference that Colin's mom is
very fastidious. Because the beggining of
chapter 13 Colin tells Amy mom would kill
us think of the germs. (Bonnie)
Sheila easily made a text-to-text connection. Karen
explained her visualization and, although she did
not name the strategy as such, she clearly made a
prediction about what she thought might happen.
Bonnie, a stronger reader, showed her ability to use
the strategy of inferring as she revealed her own
thinking about a character trait in Colin's mom. The
menu seemed to provide them with the structure
they needed to complete the task. We were pleased
that we had finally found an approach that would
support them in their efforts.

Findings: Did We Meet
Our Goals?

regularly drew sketches reacting to story events or
characters. Students also made connections, with
text-to-self connections appearing the most often in
their responses. Students wrote about predicting/
inferring the least, perhaps because this received the
smallest amount of instructional time. Five students,
however, included comments about this strategy:
three responded to pictures in texts, one to an event
in a chapter book, and one to the blurb on the back
cover:

I made an inference that Judson will be
president of the United States because I
reed that on the back of the book it said
that Judson had a zillion votes (Sheila).
Clearly, our goals were met. Students' overall reading levels improved, and they demonstrated that
they understood and could use each of the strategies
in their reading. We could not say however, that CSI
alone had been the sole cause of student gains in
reading. From January to April we had also built a
supportive and inviting reading environment. We,
therefore, believe that several elements, reading

At the outset, we hoped to see an increase in instructional levels and ownership of the three comprehension strategies that we taught. To help us determine whether or not our goals were realized,
Table 5
we analyzed year-end assessment data, student Baseline I Endline Assessment Results from
responses in readers' notebooks, and a video in
Sunshine Assessment Guide (1996)
which students shared their understandings.
Reading Level,
Student
Reading Level,
In April we assessed students using the Rigby
April
December
Sunshine Assessment Kit (Wright Group, 1996).
Carl
L
Q
As noted previously, the expected level for end
of third grade was level O, All but one of the
u
John
T
five students who were below the benchmark in
u
Sheila
T
December met or exceeded it in April as noted
u
Kenneth
u
in Table 5.
Twelve students moved to or remained at level
U, five levels above the end of grade 3 requirement. Two students moved up 5 instructional
levels and 2 moved up one. Only Deborah, who
arrived in January and was frequently absent
during the 4-month implementation process,
remained at the same level. We were pleased
with the children's growth but disappointed
that the our assessment tool did not include
benchmark texts above a guided reading level U
(Fountas & Pinnell, 1999), since it was possible
that the instructional levels of some of the
students reading at level U may have been even
higher.
The readers' notebooks provided evidence that
children were incorporating the strategies into
their reading repertoires. Several students
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Donna

u

Tomas

K

Allen

T

Carrie

T

u
u
u
u

Teresa

0

T

Rita

M

N

Anna

N

0

Janet

Q

Bonnie

Dora

u
u
u
u

u
u
u
u
u

Deborah

L

L

Donald
Karen
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workshop, guided reading instruction for less able
readers, direct mini-lessons in the strategies, and
guided practice-all within the frame of the Gradual
Release of Responsibility Model (Pearson, & Gallagher, 1983)-combined to provide the difference
needed for the children's reading growth.
Finally, we learned from Bonnie that we can make a
difference, not only in the reading achievement of a
child, but also in how that child sees herself as reader:

In 1 st and 2 nd grade I hated reading. Now,
I'm in 3 rd grade and I think reading is so
much fun. I remember when you wanted
to meet with Dora and to tell us we would
be in the reading club. I was in shock. I
always thought I was a bad reader.
The idea that Bonnie, the most proficient reader in
the class, had "hated' reading came as a total surprise to us. Learning that we helped her to believe
in herself and to find joy in reading is a gift we will
always treasure.
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Appendix
Readers' Notebook Menu

Visualize
•
•
•

Connect
the Texts

Write the title and author of the book
you want to write about.
Draw 1-3 sketches that show what you
visualized.
Write a sentence under each sketch that
tells about the drawing.

•
•

Write the title and author of the book
you want to write about.
Write about a text to text connection
you made while you were reading.

Connect
to You

I Think About It I
•
•

Write the title and author of the book
you want to write about.
Pick two of these sentence starters to
help you write about the book:
o I think ...
o I wonder why ...
o I noticed...
o I like the way the author .. .
o My favorite character was .. .

•
•

Make an Inference
About a Character

Make an Inference
About an Event

•
•

Write the title and author of the book
you want to write about.
Pick a sentence starter below to help
you write about your inference.
o I made inference about what
might happen next in the
story ...
• I think this because ...
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Write the title and author of the book
you want to write about.
Write about a text to self connection
you made while you were reading.

•
•

Write the title and author of the book
you want to write about.
Pick a sentence starter below to help
you write about your inference.
o I made an inference about
what this character is like .. .
• I think this because .. .
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